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In recent decades, mentoring has been identified, often uncritically, as an 
overwhelmingly positive workplace learning activity for men, women and minority 
groups in a variety of organisational settings such as schools, universities, hospitals, 
corporations, and government departments. This paper begins by exploring what is 
understood by mentoring, the functions it fulfils, and some of its benefits and hazards 
for the mentor, mentee (protégé) and organisation. We then report on the findings of 
two meta-analytic like studies of mentoring. The first study draws upon 159 pieces of 
empirical research taken from the education literature. The second study draws on 
151 pieces of empirical research taken from the business literature. The review of 
these two bodies of research is an attempt to clarify some of the significant outcomes 
of mentoring and to determine the extent to which a ‘dark side’ of mentoring exists. 
The paper concludes with implications for practice. 
 
Introduction 
Mentoring has received tremendous coverage in recent decades and this is evident by 
the great expanse of research and popular literature available. A cursory glance at this 
literature suggests there is much variation in the way mentoring is used and defined. 
To date there does not appear to be a widely agreed upon and operational definition, 
something that is problematic for researchers wishing to make valid inferences about 
the outcomes and effects of mentoring programs.  In the traditional sense of the word, 
a mentor is a significant other who uses his or her knowledge to assist a protégé 
develop his or her knowledge, skills, abilities, and career. For the purpose of this 
paper, we consider mentoring to be a personal, helping relationship between a mentor 
and mentee/protégé that includes professional development and growth and varying 
degrees of support. 
 
Functions and benefits of mentoring 
Since the 1980s, a number of researchers (e.g. Noe 1988; Kram 1983, 1985a, 1985b) 
have grouped the roles or functions performed by a mentor into two main categories - 
career and psycho-social support. Included under the umbrella of career functions 
provided by mentors are sponsorship, coaching, protection, exposure and visibility, 
and challenging work assignments (Kram 1983). Psycho-social functions, on the other 
hand, include encouragement, advice and feedback, as well as an enhanced sense of 
competence, effectiveness and clarity of identity (Kram 1983). 
 
As researchers in the field of mentoring, we are aware that many studies investigating 
the effects of mentoring have reported positive outcomes for mentors, mentees and 
organisations. For decades now, mentoring for mentors and mentees has been linked 
to a range of consequences such as career advancement, heightened self confidence, 
personal fulfilment, personal support such as friendship and belonging, financial 
rewards and learning of skills and knowledge (Douglas 1997). Several benefits of 
formal programs for the organisation have included increased productivity, improved 
recruitment efforts, motivation of senior people and enhancement of services offered 
(Murray & Owen 1991).  While it appears that mentoring has considerable 
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advantages, the literature in more recent times has speculated about the ‘dark side’ of 
mentoring (Ehrich & Hansford 1999; Long 1997).  
 
Dark side of mentoring 
As with any interpersonal relationship between two parties, problems are inevitable. 
Long (1997) describes several potential concerns regarding mentoring. He notes that 
mentoring is time consuming for all concerned, is often poorly planned, poorly 
understood and insufficiently funded, it is inaccessible to many women and minority 
groups, thwarted by work tensions, lack of mentors, and poor relationships or 
differing expectations between the mentor and the mentee. For the organisation, 
drawbacks can be costs associated with operating and administering programs, lack of 
organisational support, and difficulties in coordinating programs (Douglas 1997). 
 
Aims of the study 
This paper is part of a larger study that resulted in the creation of two comprehensive 
mentoring databases (i.e. an education and a business database). Meta-analytic like 
techniques, as suggested by researchers such as Glass (1977), were used to assist us in 
analysing 159 education and 151 business published studies. This paper begins by 
reporting on some of the significant demographic findings that emerged from the 
education and business literature. Following this is a comparison of the positive and 
negative outcomes of mentoring as they are experienced by mentees in both contexts. 
In this paper only brief consideration is given to mentors and organisations. 
 
Procedure 
For inclusion in the current investigation, studies had to meet two criteria. Firstly, 
they had to report original research findings, i.e. findings specifically generated by the 
particular study. Secondly, they had to focus on either the use of mentoring in an 
educational (such as schools and universities) setting or business context (such as a 
government or non-government organisation). Databases used for the literature 
searches included ERIC, AUSTROM (AEI), PsycLIT, Sociological Abstracts, 
ProQuest, EBSCO, Business Periodicals Index, Business Australia on Disc, Science 
Direct and Emerald. 
 
Measure 
The education search resulted in a database of 159 studies conducted between 1986 
and 1999, while the business search resulted in a database of 151 studies conducted 
between 1986 and 2000. Both searches met the two criteria for inclusion. Each study 
was analysed according to a series of codes developed specifically for the analyses. 
The development of the coding sheet stemmed from a preliminary reading of 14 
articles in the area of educational mentoring. 
 
Two types of data were identified and coded – factual and descriptive data. Factual 
data comprised year of publication, source (e.g. journal, research report), country of 
study, type of mentoring studied (e.g. beginning teaching, banking), sample size, and 
data collection techniques employed. Descriptive data comprised the reporting of 
positive and negative outcomes associated with mentoring programs.  
 
Data Analysis 
Once coded, data from the studies was analysed using SPSS for Windows. 
Descriptive data were used to identify patterns or trends related to factual data. In 
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order to provide as valid a coding of descriptive data as possible, consensus had to be 
reached between two coders. This was confirmed at a later stage  by a third coder. 
 
Results 
Because of the sheer volume of findings yielded in this meta-analytic like study, only 
selected demographic findings are discussed here and presented in Table 1. 
 
Sample Demographics 
As shown in Table 1, analysis revealed that the majority of reviewed studies for both 
business and educational mentoring had been conducted in the United States of 
America (70.9% business, 61% education). Studies from the United Kingdom 
accounted for 13.9% and 18.9% respectively, while those conducted in Australia 
comprised only 2.6% of the business mentoring literature and 15.7% of the 
educational mentoring literature. Only 2.6% of business mentoring studies and .6% of 
educational mentoring studies came from Asia. Although these figures suggest that 
little research has been conducted in mentoring in countries outside of the United 
States and the United Kingdom, what is more likely to be the case is that the 
databases used in the literature search drew predominantly on specific countries. The 
findings also indicate that Australian research into mentoring has been published 
more widely in education contexts than business contexts.  
 
Further differences between the business and educational studies were apparent for 
the types of methodology employed. Quantitative methodologies featured in 51% of 
the business mentoring studies but in only 9.4% of the educational mentoring studies. 
In contrast, qualitative methodologies were employed in 64.2% of the educational 
studies but only in 32.5% of the business studies.  
 
Regarding data collection techniques, survey questionnaires were used as the single 
technique in almost two-thirds (64.2%) of the business studies. Only 22.6% of the 
educational studies relied exclusively on this method. Given that 56.9% of the 
business studies featured samples of 100 or more, the widespread use of survey 
questionnaires is not surprising. Less than one quarter (24.5%) of educational studies 
involved samples of this size. Educational studies tended to rely more on a 
combination of techniques (41.5%), to gather data. In contrast, only 8.6% of business 
studies used combined techniques. Similar numbers of studies employed only 
interviews to gather information (25.1% business, 22% education).  
 
In terms of study respondents, more than half (53%) of the business studies focused 
on mentee impressions. A further 23.8% of studies elicited responses from both 
mentors and mentees; however, only 7.9% examined mentoring from only the mentor 
viewpoint. Again, educational studies differed with only 18.9% of studies focusing on 
mentees. Slightly more studies than this (19.5%) focused on mentors, while 35.8% 
sought information from both mentors and mentees. The remaining sources of data 
collection across both types of studies were usually mentees and others (such as 
human resources staff, administrative or other staff) and mentees, mentors and others.   
 
Outcomes associated with mentoring 
As noted, this paper focuses on the outcomes of mentoring as they related to mentees. 
Nevertheless, some insight into the nature and extent of positive and negative 
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outcomes for mentors and organisations, as reported in the studies, is also given prior 
to the discussion of mentee outcomes. 
 
Of all the business studies reviewed, 92% reported at least one positive outcome 
associated with mentoring. Similarly, 89.9% of educational studies reported one or 
more positive outcome stemming from mentoring. However, differences between the 
two groups were apparent when benefits for the mentor and organisation were 
examined. Substantially fewer business studies reported benefits for the mentor 
(26.5%) compared with education (47.8%), while substantially more business studies 
(30.5%) reported benefits for the organisation compared with education (16.4%). The 
most frequently cited benefit for mentors in both business and education was 
networking and collegiality. Concerning organisational benefits, businesses 
apparently benefited most often from increased productivity and faster contribution of 
employees, while in educational settings, improvements in the quality teaching and 
subsequent performance of children was noted most frequently. 
 
Examination of the problems reported in the studies also revealed several differences 
across the two groups. While 60.4% of educational studies reported at least one type 
of mentoring related problem, only 32.4% of business studies reported this. 
Educational studies highlighted more problems for the mentor (48.4%) but fewer 
problems for the organisation (8.8%) compared with business studies. Of the business 
studies, 17.2% outlined problems for the mentor and 25.2% outlined problems for the 
organisation. Despite these differences, similarities were evident in the types of 
problems that were described. Lack of time, for instance, was reported most 
frequently as being problematic for mentors in both groups. The only organisational 
problems that were cited more than once in the business studies related to the effects 
of high staff turnover and gender biases on the development and continuation of 
mentoring relationships. In education, problems most frequently cited surrounded lack 
of partnership among stakeholders and costs.  
 
Positive Outcomes for Mentees  
Mentoring clearly appeared to be a valued activity for mentees in both groups of 
studies. At least one benefit resulting from mentoring was highlighted in 83.8% of the 
business and 82.4% of the education studies. Categorisation of responses revealed a 
total of 16 themes among the positive outcomes cited among the business studies and 
15 themes among the education studies. The six most frequently cited positive 
outcomes for both groups are noted in Table 2. 
 
As can be seen in the table, career advancement and satisfaction figured most 
prominently among the benefits reported by business mentees, while counseling and 
support was noted the most often by educational mentees. The category of career 
advancement/satisfaction encompassed all those responses that referred to various 
kinds of positive career affects such as promotion, affirmation, and motivation. Career 
advancement/satisfaction was noted in more than half (56.9%) of the business but in 
less than a fifth (19.5%) of the educational studies. Although business respondents 
noted counseling and support less frequently, it nevertheless emerged as the fourth  
most frequently cited benefit of mentoring. 
 
The second most frequently cited benefit reported in the business studies was 
coaching/ideas/feedback, while teaching strategies was the second most frequently 
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noted benefit for mentees in education. Similarities between these activities are 
evident. Both would appear to provide on the spot career or job-related strategies for 
the mentee. Further similarities in responses across the groups can be seen. Increased 
self-confidence, for example, was noted frequently by both groups of mentees as 
being a beneficial outcome of mentoring. Two positive outcomes cited in the business 
studies that were not mentioned in the education studies included challenging work 
assignments and access to resources/people. Again, these were examples of career 
oriented strategies more so than psycho-social functions of mentoring.  
 
Problems  for Mentees 
Despite the variety and frequency of positive outcomes reported for both groups of 
studies, numerous problems were also reported by mentees. Interestingly though, 
substantially fewer problems were reported for mentees in business contexts 
compared with those in educational contexts. Slightly more than one quarter of the 
(25.2%) of the business studies reported problems for mentees, compared with 42.8% 
of the education studies. Categorisation of responses revealed 11 themes among the 
problems cited by business respondents and 15 themes among the problems cited by 
educational mentees.     
  
Table 3 presents the six most frequently cited problems for both groups. As indicated 
in the table, mismatches were a frequent source of problems for mentees from both 
settings. Mismatch was the most frequently cited problem for mentees in business 
settings and the second most frequently cited problem for those in educational 
settings. However, the mismatches that occurred in business settings resulted more 
from gender or cultural differences than the expertise or personality differences 
described in the educational studies. 
 
For the educational mentees, lack of mentor time was reported more frequently than 
any other problem. Although mentees in business noted this less often, it was still the 
sixth most frequently cited problem expressed by the group. Apart from difficulty 
meeting, and other’s negative attitudes, the remaining problems noted by both groups 
of mentees related to deficiencies or negative behaviours on the part of the mentor. 
For both business and educational mentees, mentors were frequently reported to be 
unsupportive, and lacking in the knowledge or skills necessary for them to be 
effective. Furthermore, 4% of business mentees claimed that their mentor had stood in 
the way of their career and 5.3% of business mentees noted that the mentor was 
competitive. These two negative outcomes were not identified by education mentees.  
 
Discussion 
From the review, differences in the demographic profile of the business and education 
studies were clear. While most research has been conducted in the United States, the 
nature of the business and educational research was very different. Studies conducted 
into business mentoring tended to be extremely structured and directed at large 
samples. Conversely, educational mentoring studies were more descriptive in nature 
and dealt with smaller samples.  
 
Another distinguishing feature of the business studies was the reliance on the work of 
Kram (1985b). When articulating the type and nature of activities that contribute to 
the mentoring experience, numerous researchers referred to Kram’s psycho-social and 
career mentoring functions and the activities that are said to underpin them. 
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Encapsulated in psycho-social functions are role modeling, acceptance and 
confirmation, counseling and friendship sponsoring and coaching, while career 
functions are sponsorship, exposure and visibility, coaching, protection, and 
challenging assignments. So respected is Kram’s (1983, 1985a, 1985b) work, that 
several studies used only the terms psycho-social or career to describe the outcomes 
associated with mentoring. This raised questions about whether one, all or several of 
the mentoring activities were examined.  
 
In contrast to the business literature, no one theoretical perspective dominated the 
educational literature. Indeed, studies of mentoring in education were rarely linked to 
or substantiated by theory or conceptual frameworks. In defence of these studies, 
however, mentoring in formal education is a relatively recent phenomenon and 
therefore has a less established theoretical base to draw upon.  
 
Notable also among the business studies was a strong focus on gender. Nearly one 
third (30.5%) of studies examined issues associated with mentoring for women, or 
sought to differentiate the effects of mentoring on women and men. Undoubtedly, an 
explanation for this stems from the considerable presence of women authors in the 
business mentoring literature. Another explanation is that because mentoring has a 
long history in the business world, studies have moved beyond the mere examination 
of advantages and disadvantages of mentoring, to attempts to identify and understand 
the variables that impact on the mentoring experience. A final explanation is that 
formal mentoring programs have been used by human resource managers in many 
organisations as an affirmative action strategy to assist women and members of 
minority groups to access important skills and knowledge necessary for career 
development and advancement. The presence of affirmative action mentoring 
programs for women and minority groups has yet to be experienced in educational 
settings.  
 
Emphasis on career outcomes such as satisfaction, promotion and increased income 
emerged as the most salient benefit of mentoring to mentees in business settings. 
Mentees in educational contexts, on the other hand, were primarily concerned with 
support, empathy, counseling, and encouragement – clearly behaviours that are 
reflective of Kram’s (1983, 1985a) notion of psycho-social mentoring. Psycho-social 
functions such as counseling were also reported by mentees in business environments, 
but these appeared to be overshadowed by career functions, in particular coaching and 
challenging assignments.  
 
Kram’s (1983, 1985a) career function of mentoring could also be seen to be relevant 
to educational mentoring. Although not noted as frequently as counseling, support and 
encouragement (psycho-social functions), career satisfaction, affirmation and 
advancement, were nevertheless cited in almost 20% of the educational studies that 
reported benefits for mentees. Curiously though, Kram’s (1983, 1985a, 1985b) work 
was barely acknowledged in the educational studies reviewed.  
 
Our review found that there was a 'dark side' to mentoring and several problems were 
noted in the education and business studies. Although problems were cited more 
frequently throughout the educational literature, both groups of studies identified 
mismatch of mentor and mentee, lack of mentor time, and lack of mentor support as 
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being problematic for mentees. Significant too, among both groups of mentees was 
the outcome that mentors were untrained or unable to mentor effectively. 
 
A possible explanation for the greater number and variety of problems for mentees in 
the education studies can be attributed to the nature of the research methodologies that 
underpinned the studies. The majority of education studies utilised qualitative 
research methods whereas the majority of business studies used quantitative research 
methods, such as questionnaires. Generally speaking qualitative research methods 
provide more open ended discussion and lend themselves to greater identification of 
issues than do questionnaires that offer predetermined and closed responses.  
 
Implications for practice 
There is no doubt that mentoring is a complex and highly sensitive organisational 
process. The review reinforced the important role that mentoring can play in both 
business and educational settings. While mentoring can be an extremely positive 
experience for all involved, it is not without a dark or destructive side.  Its success can 
be jeopardised by poor matching of mentors and mentees, unsupportive, critical and 
incompetent mentors, and a lack of time and effort invested by mentors and mentees. 
It seems that successful mentoring programs are those where mentors and mentees are 
matched in terms of professional expertise and personality; where mentors have 
sufficient training, time, energy and resources to carry out their role; and where 
porgrams are continually appraised and refined in order to maximise the potential 
benefits for all involved.  
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Table 1 
Demographic data and percentages of highest recorded categories  - 
business and education studies. 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
   Business   Education 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
Source   Journal 98%  Journal  55.3% 
Country  USA  70.9%  USA   61% 
Type   Mixed   40.4%  Beginning teaching 66% 
Methodology  Quantitative 51%  Qualitative  64.2% 
Sample size  100+  56.9%  100+   24.5% 
Data collection Questionnaire 64.2%  Combined  41.5% 






Categories and frequencies for positive mentee outcomes – 
business and education 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
Business      Education 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
Career advancement/satisfaction  56.9%  Counseling/support 42.1% 
Coaching/ideas/feedback  30.5%  Teaching strategies 35.8% 
Challenging assignments  23.2%  Sharing ideas  32.1% 
Counseling/support/listening/  21.9%  Feedback  27.7% 
Access to resources/people  16.6%  Self-confidence 21.4% 






Categories and frequencies for mentee problems – 
business and education 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
Business     Education 
_____________________________________________________________________ 
Mismatch gender/race  7.9%  Mentor lacks time       15.1% 
Limited autonomy  7.3%  Mismatch professional/personal  12.6% 
Other’s negative attitudes 6.0%  Mentor critical /defensive      10.7% 
Mentor ineffective  6.0%  Difficulty meeting         9.4% 
Mentor competitive  5.3%  Mentor unsupportive         8.8% 
Mentor unsupportive  4.0%  Mentor untrained         6.9% 
Mentor blocked career 4.0% 
Mentor lacks time  4.0%  
_____________________________________________________________________ 
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